How did you become interested in animal welfare? An animal in pain or distress is not a suitable subject for the study of normal behaviour. The animal's welfare and state of well-being were, therefore, important to ethologists and the undoubted ethical considerations added another dimension. I was tempted by a request from the National Trust to examine the welfare of deer hunted with hounds in the West of England. Though I had done nothing like this before -indeed nobody had -I thought it would be an interesting challenge. I had an able research associate in Liz Bradshaw and after a year and a half we reported to the Council of the National Trust, concluding that the level of total suffering of red deer would be markedly reduced if hunting with hounds were ended. Hunting red deer with hounds could no longer be justifi ed on welfare grounds, given the standards applied in other fi elds such as the transit and slaughter of farm animals and the use of animals in research.
On the strength of our report, the National Trust immediately banned hunting of red deer with hounds on its land. Our study was the fi rst of its kind and was understandably controversial because it challenged the way of life of people living in stag-hunting country. They were determined to show that we were wrong and commissioned a new study; however, the new group obtained gratifyingly similar results to those obtained in our work, even though they had no interest in its welfare implications.
In another foray into animal welfare, I conducted a survey of the breeding of pedigree dogs. Breeding for exaggerated characteristics like a fl attened face or sloping back clearly had welfare implications. So did close inbreeding conducted in the interests of retaining desired characteristics. My report was critical of what some breeders were doing, but this time it was like pushing on an open door and I received none of the odium that accompanied my report on staghunting.
Has any theme run through your academic work? I have often attacked the distinction that is drawn in describing behavour as being either innate or acquired. The study of imprinting which occupied much of my research life provides an important insight into the development of behaviour. The bird has strong predispositions to respond socially to particular things and its capacity to develop preferences generates a robust outcome. Therefore, opposing robustness and the consequences of plasticity provides a misleading picture of what happens in development. For that reason I have advocated that processes of development should be the object of study. This is now part of the broader study of the fi eld known as epigenetics. In an attempt to understand the process, I was involved for many years in collaboration with neurobiologists, particularly Gabriel Horn. This work was crowned with identifying a crucial structure in the brain which is closely involved in imprinting. Epigenetics involves the active involvement of the individual in its own development. Shortly after hatching birds such as ducklings work to present themselves with an object with which they can be imprinted. The behaviour that leads a bird to an imprinting stimulus is reinforced, but the learning process is different from imprinting.
I retained an interest in the whole animal and the active role of its behaviour in development. Much of the work with my students and associates was on play in mammals. In writing about this in a recent book with one of my former students, Paul Martin, we concluded that play enables an individual to cope creatively with novel challenges later in its life. An individual's activities not only affect its own development, they also impinge on the environment of its descendants. This provides one of the links between epigenetics and evolution. Bridging the gap between seemingly different questions that may be asked about behaviour is a trend that would have excited Niko Tinbergen. He was clear about the difference between the questions but also saw the value of bringing them together. That synthesis remains as important a contribution of ethology as it did in his day and has run as a theme throughout my academic life.
